Correspondence  by Bernal, Jane
Seizure 1995; 4:73-74 
CORRESPONDENCE 
Dear Sir, 
I am delighted to see so many articles in 
Seizure about epilepsy in people with learn- 
ing disabilities/learning difficulties/intellec- 
tual disability/developmental disability/men- 
tal handicap/mental retardation I-6. 
I would like to make a plea for some uniform- 
ity in terminology especially in the key words 
section. The frequent changes and inter- 
national differences in terminology may seem 
puzzling, irritating or irrelevant but, as 
research and clinical practice increasingly rely 
on computerized data bases it is important that 
key words are used that enable everyone to 
access relevant articles. I write from a UK per- 
spective but I am sure that the plethora of 
terms with similar but not identical meanings 
are a problem for anyone trying to survey the 
literature across countries or indeed within 
them. 
In the UK the term people with learning 
disability vdescribes those who have an impair- 
ment of mind, especially characterized by sig- 
nificantly subnormal intelligence and adaptive 
function, that is present from infancy or child- 
hood and is permanent. The term is synony- 
mous with the older UK term mental handicap 
and ICD10 mental retardation s. People in the 
UK who themselves have learning disabilities 
prefer this term to the other terms which are 
seen as pejorative and contributing to social 
marginalization. 
Education services in the UK use the term 
learning difficulties 'a condition that exists if a 
child has significantly greater difficulty learn- 
ing than the majority of his age or a disability 
which either prevents or hinders him from 
making use of educational facilities provided 
for children his age within the local education 
authority' Education Act 19939 . 
In UK practice learning difficulties is often 
used as if it meant  the same as learning dis- 
ability. Specific learning difficulties would refer 
to specific disorders of scholastic skills, F81 in 
ICD10, not predicted by general intelligence, 
for example, developmental dyslexias and dys- 
calculias. 
Mental impairment in the UK has defi- 
nitions in the Mental Health Act 1983 m and 
the Local Government Act 1988 ~l and refers to 
people who may be compulsorarily detained in 
hospital in one act and people who are exempt 
from local taxes in the other. All people with 
mental retardation would not be defined as 
mentally impaired and the definitions also 
include some people who do not have mental 
retardation. 
In the US and elsewhere, as I understand it, 
the same concerns about avoiding pejorative 
labels and adding to social marginalization 
have meant that the terms developmental dis- 
ability and intellectual or mental impairment 
are increasingly being used as substitutes for 
mental retardation, mental deficiency 
(AAMD 12, DSM IIIR) 1~. Learning disability in 
US (and Dutch) parlance refers to specific aca- 
demic difficulties that are independent of IQ 
(specific learning difficulties or specific dis- 
orders of scholastic skills in the UK). 
Readers of Seizure could be forgiven for 
thinking that the populations referred to by 
Lesley Jenkins and Steven Brown subtitled 
Epilepsy and learning disability 4 and Jan 
Vermeulan et al. 5 subtitled learning disability 
in epilepsy were similar apart from age. In fact 
Jenkins and Brown write about people with 
mental handicap whereas Vermeulan et al. 
looked at schools for children with academic 
under achievement in the context of normal 
intelligence. The fascinating article by Bruno- 
Golden and Holmes ~ about hyperventilation- 
induced seizures in two children with mental 
impairment has only epilepsy, seizures and hy- 
perventilation under key words and will not be 
found by anyone looking for articles on epi- 
lepsy in this client group. 
Authors will probably want to write sticking 
to' the term they normally use and which they 
believe to be the least detrimental to those it 
describes, but the inclusion of the term they 
are using plus the terms mental retardation 
and mental handicap, if they apply, in the key 
words section, will make it possible for clin- 
icians and researchers to use all the relevant 
literature. I absolutely respect the right of 
people with learning disabilities not to be 
labelled in a way they find demeaning, but 
such people also have a right to the most up to 
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date assessment and treatmenL for their epi- 
lepsy. 
JANE BERNAL 
Senior Lecturer and Consultant 
Division of Psychiatry of Disability 
St George's Hospital Medical School 
London SWl7 ORE 
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